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, r Fahnestock on. Myrtle-wax in Dysentery . 

Art; VIII. Chi the Medicinal Properties of the Myrica Pennsyl- 
vanica. By William M. Fahnestock, M. D. 

The very signal advantages that I have derived from the concrete 
wax of the myrica in severe dysenteries, and the desire that its pro¬ 
perties may be. more fully investigated, induce me to offer a few re¬ 
marks on the article. • ; 

Early in the month of July, 1822, the dysentery appeared in Ha¬ 
nover and Paxton townships, of Dauphin county, and continued 
through the extensive valley of Kittaninny, carrying off . its victims 
with unparalleled mortality. Its violence, and resistance to the com¬ 
mon medical treatmentyrendered it truly embarrassing and alarming. 
The distress in some households and sections of the country was al¬ 
most incredible; whole families and neighbourhoods were, .in a very 
short period, prostrated with the disease, and , perished without any 
relief! # .* . . — ; /: 

From the year of 1819, fever prevailed annually during the sum¬ 
mer and autumn. In July 1822, the weather became excessively 
warm and dry; vegetation was parched and perishing; and the earth 
literally baked; ..during this time the dysentery supplanted-the fe¬ 
vers, and continued until after some heavy rains in August, when it 
disappeared, and intermittents, remittents, and bilious fevers again 
prevailed. . 7 

The disease made its attack very suddenly, generally commencing 
with violent pain in the stomach and abdomen; restlessness; severe 
retching, and frequent small evacuations; stools variously mixed, and 
of different , consistence—often bloody, and in some instances nearly 
pure blood, but generally of a frothy or slimy mucous appearance, 
resembling the washings of meat, or the sanies of ulceration. Slight 
fever accompanied the incipient stage, but excitement of the general 
system.increased with the irritation of the bowels, and after a few 
days was succeeded by prostration, which usually terminated the ex¬ 
istence of the patient. . ' V/ 

It would be irrevelant to my present purpose to enter into a dis¬ 
cussion of-the etiology and pathology of the disease, as it would 
lead me into disquisitions too diffuse to serve any beneficial purpose 
on this occasion; I shall therefore proceed immediately to detail the 
facts - connected "with my experience with the myrica. " ' 

Following the practice of Sydenham, emetics were administered, 
under the impression that the disease was of a bilious character, or in¬ 
timately connected with the fall epidemic, but without deriving the 
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anticipated effects; while, in many instances, they seemed to aggra¬ 
vate the symptoms. Blood-letting was inadmissible, from the weak¬ 
ness of the.pulse and prostration of the system. It may be asked, 
why could not venesection be practical to arrest its progress in the 
forming stage, as it lias been stated that the excitement increased with 
the irritation of the bowels? To what I have said it is only neces¬ 
sary to add, that the disease was very sudden in its attack, and fully 
formed before the practitioner was called, to prescribe, and the sys¬ 
tem in such a relaxed state as to preclude it, as was proved by 
experience. This fact is observed in many epidemics, and the 
late Dr. Rush particularly remarked it in his notes on Pringle. 
“The system, not only in dysentery, but in malignant fevers, is 
sometimes so suddenly and completely prostrated, as not to react 
after the use of depletory remedies. In these cases life can be saved, 
only by the powerful stimulants. 55 Leeches I have no doubt would 
have proved highly beneficial ; but in the country, for want of proper 
attention, we are deprived of those valuable auxiliaries, and haVe to 
depend on general means. Cathartics were then chosen—calomel and 
castor oil—the sulphate of soda—the sulphate of magnesia—and the 
oleaginous mixture, as gentle purgatives, to procure natural stools, 
but generally had to be abandoned, and astringents and tonics sub¬ 
stituted, to sustain the strength of the system. Calomel in small doses, 
and the antimonials as recommended by Sir George Baker—Fair- 
play’s favourite prescription of ipecacuanha and laudanum— Cleg- 
horn’s union of calomel and opium— Akenside arid Richter’s plan 
of sudorifics! for 'which calomel, opium, and ipecacuanha,were used; 
Dover’s powders— James’s powders—and the spt. mmdereri, with 
spt. nitr. dulc. and laudanum. The vegetable alkali—the alkali and 
magnesia with tinct. thebaic.—tire cretaceous julep’, and even the most 
powerful astringents, as alum, kino, and logwood. - The' warm bath 
•-—laxative and anodyne injections—fomentations—rubefacients—and 
blisters, were variously modified, and successively used with varied, 
but ill success. The much-vaunted stibium specificum, made public 
by Dr. Young,* and known to be the vitrum antimonii ccratum,'' so 
much extolled by Sir John Pringle, was also tried. The acids re¬ 
commended by Pringle, and supported by the ancient authority of 
Degnerus and Dolceus, were employed! and the vitriolic solution of 
Dr. ’MosELY! as were also ripe acid fruits! n °t upon the erroneous 
hypothesis of Tissot, to neutralize the poison in the stomach, but 
upon the evidence of their being so successful in restoring the Swiss 
regiment in the south of France, who subsisted entirely upon grapes; 
and being a practice partially supported by Ho ffman, who recommends 
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the Rhenish'wine. Cut fruits and acids, as* Dr. Clark justly ob¬ 
serves,; when continued, I found to bring on a return of the disorder. 
The nux vomica, agreeably to the prescription of CoNSBriucHj* a 
German writer of considerable eminence, was used with temporary 
advantage; it seldom failed to suspend the disease, but, like Bergius, 

I generally found it to relapse. Failing in this, to which I was much 
prepossessed by its success with Hagstrom in Sweden, and the 
strong commendations of Hufeland, who had an extensive experience 
of its good effects in the epidemic at Jena, connected with the flat¬ 
tering confirmatory proof of its adaptation to the disease of this cli¬ 
mate by my kinsmen, Dr. Samuel-Fahnestock of Lancaster, Pa4 
I then recurred to mercury, as introduced by Boyle, and subse¬ 
quently used by Clegiiorn, Clark, Bogue, Balfour, &c. to pro¬ 
duce ptyalism, which promised a valuable remedy, but required more 
time to devclopc its influence than the debility of the patient would 
endure. 

At this conjuncture, baffled with the usual remedies, I was induced 
to make an experiment with a domcstid¥emcdy, on the recommcnda * 
tion of several gentlemen, who had seen its beneficial effects, in our 
army stationed at Lake Eric, in 1813, where the shrub abounds. On 
inquiry, I find that it is very much used in dysenteric affections 
among the common people on the borders of the lake, who procure it 
for commerce. 

The information I have of its first use is entirely traditionary, I 
therefore cannot vouch for its correctness. Attention, it seems, was 
first attracted to it at the time the dysentery prevailed so extensively 
among the soldiers in that vicinity. Several invalids were placed in 
a small cabin, and restricted to a very abstemious regimen. In the 
absence of the matron, one of them succeeded in crawling to the 
closet, and got a myrtle candle, with which he gratified his palate by 
eating of it, and in a very short time was evidently relieved; then 
giving it to his companions, they were equally benefited. 'Upon this 
result, the concrete wax was-distributed to the soldiers, and they 
speedily recovered. 

I am unacquainted with the Character the disease assumed on our 
frontier, yet we have reason to suppose it to be similar to that which 

* Khnisches Taschenbuch fur Practishc Aertze. 

f I have since discovered that it is sinking in the estimation of the German wri¬ 
ters, who have noticed it particularly, and that L. J. Schmidtman, who used it 
in the epidemic dt Mellc, a town in the province of Osnaburg, acknowledges 
that ” it sometimes allayed the pain, though in few individuals it increased it.” 
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usually prevails in armies quartered in low and damp situations, and 
exposed to great vicissitudes of temperature, and to fatigue. 

At the time I received the myrtle-wax, I had several cases under 
the ordinary treatment, and I determined to make a trial of it with¬ 
out delay. For this purpose I powdered it, and ordered a tea-spoon¬ 
ful to be given in simple syrup, or mucilage of gum Arabic. In many 
cases it acted like a charm, and in others, after the repetition of the 
same quantity, several times, I invariably found the patient improving, 
and, in a very short period, perfectly relieved. I have a record of 
upwards of sixty cases, in which it was administered with uniform 
success, and without a single failure, where a prudent regimen was 
continued. 

A few of the cases I shall here introduce, to give a brief picture 
of the disease, and the effects of the prescriptions. It is proper for 
me to state, that I premised its use by calomel in large doses, twenty 
or thirty grains, and castor oil or the oleaginous mixture, and fre¬ 
quently used the latter alternately with the calomel. I gave this 
medicine, under the impression that the liver was considerably 
involved in the derangement of the viscera, with a view to its 
producing its peculiar impulse to the hepatic apparatus, and to cor¬ 
rect its secretions. I must acknowledge, that I not only attach much 
importanceto the use of the calomel, but ascribe many of the beneficial 
results to its administration. In some cases, where there was much 
agony, I united a small quantify of opium with the concrete wax, made 
into pills with mucilage and a few drops of 61. cinnamomum. 

Case I.—H. C. A young woman of intemperate and dissolute 
habits, was severely attacked with the dysentery. It was -Usher¬ 
ed in with excruciating pain in the abdomen, and she suffered ex¬ 
tremely with tormina, and sickness at stomach. Pulse frequent— 
skin dry—-tongue slightly furred—much thirst. Ipecacuanha, as. an 
emetic, was prescribed, and afterwards calomel, gr. xv. to be follow¬ 
ed in an hour and an half by ol. ricini ^j. The cathartic operated, 
but instead of relieving the patient of tenesmus, it seemed to aggra¬ 
vate the symptoms and increase the inclination to stool. The dis¬ 
charges were frothy, of a mucous consistence^ and streaked with 
blood. I ordered the sudorific powders of calomel, opium, and ipe¬ 
cacuanha. - On the following morning, I found the skin still dry, the 
medicine not having produced any diaphoresis—the pulse weak , and 
flagging—the evacuations more frequent and foetid,.and the system 
much prostrated. Stimulants were already required—for this pur¬ 
pose, the Columbo was given in. decoction, together with a mixture 
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of calcined magnesia and laudanum, and anodyne enemata. An epis- 
pastic was applied over the abdomen, and afterwards the extract of 
Haam'atoxylon Campechianuin.. These failing to afford relief, the 
pilula hydrargyri, and the unguentum, ‘were brought into requisition; 
but the exhausted state of the system forbade persevering in so tardy 
a remedy: resort was then had to brandy toddy as an incitant At 
this state, I received and made tHe first use of the myrtle-wax. Its 
happy effects were soon developed by the suspension of the distress¬ 
ing symptoms, and an improvement in her condition. Under a gen¬ 
tle tonic treatment she recovered rapidly; but returning to her for¬ 
mer abandoned dissipation, she relapsed,'and in despite of every pre¬ 
caution, indulged in large potations of ardent spirits: inflammation 
spread to the peritoneum, and proved fatal. 

Case II.—Mrs. A. who had been labouring under a complication 
of diseases—umbilical hernia, frequent uterine floodings, but now a 
few months advanced in pregnancy, and just recovered from n 
severe attack of bilious fever, which had reduced her to a mere ske¬ 
leton, became’the subject of this malignant scourge. On the Slst of 
July, I was called to see her again. The disease had made its ap¬ 
pearance the evening previous, and she had passed a very restless 
night} complained of-much alimentary distress and severe pain in the 
abdomen and back; frequent inclinations to stool, and but trifling 
evacuations mixed with blood. I ordered a small dose of calo¬ 
mel and the oleaginous mixture, which expelled a large quantity of 
mucus, blood, and indurated faeces. The griping abated somewhat, 
and the patient was apparently at ease for several hours. In the af¬ 
ternoon, the pain and straining efforts returned, attended with fever. 
The alkaline mixture with laudanum was given; and early in the 
morning the myrtle-wax in pills: after which she improved, and, by 
the aid of tonics, was able in a few days to be out of bed; but very 
imprudently washed in cold water, and was immediately aflected with 
violent pains in the back and region of the uterus: severe gripings 
ensued, and large quantities of blood flowed from her- accompanied 
by grinding pains. Before I arrived, the foetal membranes had rup¬ 
tured and the waters discharged. On examination, I found the os 
tincae very rigid, and but little altered from its natural state. With 
the alvine evacuations, large quantities of blood came per vagina, 
and produced much debility and faintiness. Opium and ipecacuanha, 
and opium and the acetate of lead, with the usual applications, were 
used in vain. ' 

My friend. Dr. Reily, saw the patient in this state at 10 o’clock 
that night: his opinion of the case gave me no expectations of its re- 
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suiting favourably. • On un examination, about two hours afterwards, 

I discovered that the os uteri was considerably more dilated and 
yielding. At this time she became very sick at stomach, and, during 
some efforts to vomit, the foetus, about one inch and a quarter in 
length, was expelled, and the patient quite exhausted, was threatened 
with the most unpleasant and fatal consequences, by continued ali¬ 
mentary and uterine discharges. Camphorated julep'and wine whey 
were prescribed, but only seemed to be adding more mischief. In this 
embarrassing state, and quite in despair, 1 resorted to the powdered 
concrete, hoping that its tranquillizing virtues would have some in¬ 
fluence in allayingthe irritation^ which, indeed, exceeded the most san¬ 
guine predilections that were indulged. Irritability was calmed, she 
reposed, and finally recovered. 

Case III.-—T. M‘Q. a robust labouring man, of short stature, sub¬ 
ject to frequent attacks of hmmorrhoides, was seized with nausea and 
sickness of stomach, pain in the head, fever, and frequent small stools 
of- a; greenish-yellow, feculent matter, mixed with a great deal of 
blood. Precluded from using any active cathartics, I prescribed a 
small dose* of calomel and ol. ricini. The sickness of stomach , was 
relieved, and large quantities, of foetid sordes evacuated. .Severe 
pains and griping continued, and the flow of pure blood from the ha> 
morrhoidal swellings, which burst by the violence of. the tormina, 
and irritation of indurated faeces. The piluke myricae were given 
with the most beneficial effects, and from that moment he began to 
recover. " : ' ; 

Case TV.—I was called at 9 o’clock in the evening of the 29th 
July, to visit Miss C. daughter‘of Mr. L.* L. aged sixteen years, 
of fair and ruby complexion, and uniform healthy constitution. • She 
was suddenly seized with spasmodic pains in the stomach, which 
soon extended to the intestines, and showed itself in the most dis¬ 
tressing tenesmus, and serous discharges mixed with blood. The 
pulse frequent; face flushed; skin hot and dry; and much thirst.’ Ipe¬ 
cacuanha and calomel, 5a gr. xij. were combined and administered, 
to evacuate the stomach and produce a free discharge from the bowels. 
It had the desired effect: but the disease increased in violence, and I 
w r as again called to see her at 2 o’clock in the morning. The febrile 
symptoms continued unchanged; the evacuations very frequent, and 
attended with excruciating pain and tension of the abdomen. So fre¬ 
quent indeed were the discharges in this case, that, without exagge¬ 
ration, they may be said to have been uninterrupted; and which re¬ 
quired the patient to be supported in a position to aid its accommo¬ 
dation, without subjecting her To the torture of being moved so fre- 
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quently. The ol. ricini and tinct thebaic, were ordered, but were not 
retained,by the stomach; the saline mixture with laudanum to divert 
the action from the interior to the skin; and anodyne enemata, and 
fomentations to the abdomen were also used. The diaphoretic,was 
rejected, and recourse was then had to the myrica, half a drachm 
was given in mucilage, and it acted like a perfect charm: in ten 
minutes jier distress was nearly suspended, and on the repetition 
of the medicine she went into a sound sleep, and remained undis¬ 
turbed until daylight. Indeed the . change was so great and in¬ 
stantaneous, that serious apprehensions were entertained of gangrene 
having taken place. She awoke relieved from disease, and gradually re¬ 
covered. 

Case V.—N. B. an aged negro, who attended to my menial con¬ 
cerns, and lived alone in a small ' cabin, in an unfrequented alley, was 
missed from his usual avocations for two days. I called at his habi¬ 
tation to inquire after him, as he was addicted to great intemperance 
at times. I found him prostrate in bed with the dysentery, and 
quite alone, where he had been two days without takingany thing whatr 
ever, and unable to get from his cot to void his filth. He had suf¬ 
fered severe pain, and large, discharges of sanies and dark blood; and 
now was reduced to the lowesfctate—pulse feeble and intermitting; 
sky dry, and stools very offensive. All evacuants were inadmissible; 
the concrete wax was immediately given, in conjunction with brandy 
toddy.. The purging was checked, and his nearly exhausted system 
resuscitated, and he finally recovered. Some months afterwards he ex¬ 
pired in the street, of apoplexy. 

.Case VI.— H. B.’s family, of Susquehanna township, were all af¬ 
fected with the disease, which threatened an irreparable affliction, in 
consequence of his two children, aged four and six years, refus ing all 
medicine, and rejecting every deception to administer it secretly. I 
then gave the parents the concrete wax in the cake, and recommended 
to them tot eat of it in presence of the children; who, conceiving it to 
be a luxury, became impatient to have it, and ate of it very freely ; 
and like the preceding case, without any preparatory evacuations, were 
perfectly restored. 

Case VII.—C. X. Esq. a highly respectable,' and one of .the 
wealthiest citizens of the interior of Pennsylvania, was subject, an¬ 
nually, to a periodical diarrhoea during the summer months, and 
which was so severe at times as to incapacitate him from attending 
to his numerous and important duties, and obliged him to use opium 
constantly during that period. He applied to me to make a trial 
of the myrica in his case. Alter evacuating the bcwcls with calomel 
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and rhubarb, I gave him the pilulae myricrn, which he took morning 
and evening for a fortnight, and afterwards occasionally. About two 
months after discontinuing its use, he informed me that he had not 
been so well and regular in his alvine evacuations for many years. 

I deem it unnecessary to swell the pages with more cases, which 
would only present a repetition of similar effects. The medicine was 
equally efficacious in the hands of my uncle, the late Dr. John Fah¬ 
nestock, of Carlisle, Pa, who procured a small portion from me, and 
used it in the same epidemic, which prevailed-with great violence in 
Cumberland county. J v ~ * 

Gratified by these results, I made it the subject of particular and 
anxious inquiry; but in all my researches I have.discovered but lit¬ 
tle notice of its medicinal qualities. M. Alexandre* remarks, 

‘ 4 that the liquor in which the grain Has been boiled, and from whence 
the; wax is procured, having been poured out, and evaporated to the 
consistence of an extract, he discovered checks the most obstinate 
dysenteries.” In Dr. Thacher’s Dispensatory, Dr. James Mank 
is mentioned as having used the powderedbark of the root as an emetic, 
and deems it equal to the ipecacuanha. And Dr. Benjamin S. Barton, 
in his Collection for an Essay towards aJtfateria Medica of the United 
States , under the section of Astringents, remarks:—*‘The Myrica 
cerifera, or Cantfleberry myrtle, is unquestionably a very powerful 
astringent, and as Buch has been employed by the country practi¬ 
tioners of the United States. * A decoction of the bark of the root i8 
employed sometimes alone, and sometimes in combination with the 
bark,of the root of the persimmon, or with the bark of the black al¬ 
der. The simple, or the compound decoction of the myrica, has 
been used with much advantage in dropsical affections succeeding to 
intermittents, particularly in the peninsula of Delaware, where drop¬ 
sies in various shapes, are, perhaps, , more common tiian in any other 
part of North America* within the same latitudes. The root of the 
myrica has likewise been found useful in the treatment of Jixmorrha- 
giesfrom the uterus , 4*c* It was remarked by an old physician, Dr. 
Mathew Wilson, who had much experience in the-use of this vege¬ 
table, that it often acted as a purgative.” Charles Louis Cadet 
has written a veiy interesting memoir on.the. natural.history, &c. of 
this plant, in the Annals de Chimie, vol. 44; and Dr. John Bostock 
has instituted an extensive chemical analysis of tlie i product, an ac¬ 
count of which can be found in Nicholson’s Journal of Natural Phi- 
losophy, Science, and the Arts, vol. 4. 

- * History of the Academy of Sciences. 
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What is the precise modus operandi of the myrica in dysentery, 

I am not prepared to say with sufficient confidence* It certainly pos¬ 
sesses a very considerable astringent quality, and in an eminent de¬ 
gree that of a narcotic or anodyne; which -was evinced in almost every 
case by immediately calming the morbid excitement To the taste, 
the grain is astringent and somewhat styptic, making a very sensible 
and lasting impression on the fauces, and has a pleasant balsamic 
odour.. My experiments with the article do not allow me to state, 
with any assurance, what part of the plant or grain possesses the 
most active qualities; having used the concrete only, I am unable to 
make any comparisons. It is only recently that I first received a 
specimen of the shrub, wliich was through the politeness of my friend 
Mr. Henry Buckler, of Harrisburg, on his return from a tour to the 
lakes during the past summer. 

M. Alexandre supposes its astringent quality toresideinthekernel, 
or the covering which surrounds the seed, which gives a very fine lake 
colour, in the fresh state; and this property he attributes to gallic acid. 

. If the virtues of the wax be owing to gallic acid, and if it receives 
it from the pellicle or the substance of the kernel, we have reason to 
believe that it may exist to a much greater extent in the leaves and 
bark; which deserve particular investigation. The property supposed 
to be gallic acid, may be found to be a gallate combined with a new 
basis; or, peradventure, a proximate principle. Perhaps it may be 
discovered to.contain a portion of hydrocyanic acid, and the narcotic 
or anodyne quality of allaying irritation be owing to the presence of 
this sedative principle. This seems to receive support from an in¬ 
stance of death, mentioned to me by Dr. James T. Boyd, of Virginia, 
occurring in a person who ate the leaves of the shrub. 

Whether the wax alone had any influence in the cure of the disease, 
I do not pretend to determine. It may be an emollient, demulcent, 
and have some agency as a bland oil in sheathing the irritated sur¬ 
face of the mucous membrane; but I conceive there are other condi¬ 
ments that will answer much better should we obtain the astringent 
principle separate from it, unless it be fairly established that the wax 
has an efficient operation, as is sometimes ascribed to it;* and parti¬ 
cularly in the preparation of the oxydum antimonii vitrificatum cum 
cera, already noticed. 

* Isbrand de Diemerbroeck, Professor of Anatomy at Utrecht, in his account of 
the fever and dysentery that prevailed in the army during the seige of Lovain, 
1635, and particularly in the camp before Schenk-Fort, states the white wax 
to have been highly successful when all the ordinary remedies had failed; 
and quotes, as preceding authorities, Diascoridts, Valltroila , Quercetins, and *SV 
No. IV.—August, 1828. [41] 
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The concrete is efficient only, I believe, in proportion to the quan¬ 
tity of the green astringent jjrinciple that it contains. It may be neces¬ 
sary, more explicitly to remark, that the species Pennsylvania! was 
used in my experiments; and I take this opportunity of acknowledging 
the politeness of Dr. W. P. C. Barton, in aiding me more precisely 
to determine this point After having used all the concrete that I 
received from Erie, I procured , some from New Jersey, which did not 
act with as much promptness and success. It will be an important 
object to determine the respective qualities, and make a strict ana¬ 
lysis of the different degrees of active property each may contain. 
The Jersey wax is yellower, more granulated and unctuous, bearing 
a greater resemblance to the bee’s wax, and possesses much less astrin- 
gency: probably it is obtained from the gale, which chiefly flourishes 
in that state. 

• I regret exceedingly, that my opportunities have not enabled me to 
come to more satisfactory conclusions, and of making more positive 
deductions. Notwithstanding my firm belief of its usefulness, I re¬ 
frain from urging it with that stress which usually accompanies the 
introduction of a favourite remedy. In truth, I have made but one 
step towards developing its medicinal virtues, and however well sus¬ 
tained by an extensive experience of its efficacy, I wish abetter know¬ 
ledge of the plant, a more satisfactory investigation of its compara¬ 
tive affinities and greater collateral support. Without incurring the 
imputation of idle enthusiasm, and dogmatic arrogance, which too 
much characterises modern propositions and opinions, I would' urge 
it with that reserve which becomes philosophic truths. Should the ex¬ 
periments be deemed worthy of repetition, by which alone the repu¬ 
tation of the article can be established, I think it of much impor¬ 
tance that a distinction of the species should be taken into considera¬ 
tion, and the variable strength and consequently the active quality of 
the concrete. 

laumder . Professor Coxe, to whom I am indebted for the reference to tills in¬ 
formation, suggests a course of comparative experiments with the animal and 
vegetable products, to determine their respective merits. 



